Field experiments on interactions between vertebrate predators and larval midges (Diptera: Chironomidae) in the littoral zone of a reservoir.
A field experiment was designed to test a frequent assumption in the literature that vertebrate predators (in this case, fish and turtles) are capable of regulating the seasonal abundance and diversity of benthic communities in the littoral zone of lentic environments. Effects of thermal effluents from a nuclear reactor on predator-prey relationships were also examined. Benthic samples were removed after each of three, 3-month test periods from 36 predator exclusion cages (4m2) and 36 control plots located along a thermal gradient in Par Pond, an 1,100 ha freshwater reservoir in the southeastern United States.Results of our field experiments provide little evidence to suggest that either a single "keystone" species or vertebrate predators as a group were capable of regulating the abundance, diversity or productivity of chironomids in Par Pond. The relationship between predator treatment and community response (changes in density and species richness) was generally unaffected by either plot location or temperature fluctuations. When data from caged and control plots were pooled, however, both location and water temperature individually had significant impacts on the chironomid community. Alternative hypotheses are proposed to explain the lack of regulatory control of the benthic community by individual species or guilds of predators.